Some theatres are born national; some achieve nationality; and some have nationality thrust upon them. The Moscow Art Theatre falls under this last category. Its situation is anomalous. Although it was not founded as a National Theatre, circumstances conspired to turn it into one. Before the Revolution, its high ideals and flair for experimentation gave it an extraordinary profile, but within Russia it was viewed chiefly as one of the better private theatres, at best primus inter pares. Outside Russia, it was barely heard of. Articles on Russian theatre which appeared in the Western press mentioned it briefly, if at all. 1 Its pre-eminence within the Soviet Union came late; and when it came, it was unwanted. This was a case in which turning into a National Theatre entailed a number of unfortunate, even dire circumstances which vitiated the theatre's creative inspiration.
The foundation of the Moscow Art Theatre in 1898 can be seen as the culmination of reforming tendencies present in the Russian theatre from the middle of the eighteenth century. Its principles had been enunciated sixty years earlier by the actor Mikhail Shchepkin. There was the same emphasis on the stage as a rostrum from which to educate the public; the insistence on discipline, devotion and intelligence in the actor's work; dedication to high ideals of art and literature, especially Russian art and literature; and unity of ensemble, directing and design in the mise-en-scene. The concerns set forth at the All-Russian Congress of Stage Workers in 1897 -the mission of the actor as a harbinger of progress, the dignity of every member of a team, and the need to make theatre available to the poor and disenfranchised -were also contributing factors. The same year that the Art Theatre opened its doors, the New (Novy) Theatre, a filial of the Imperial Theatres, arose in St Petersburg as an arena for younger performers, and Diaghilev and Benois launched the World of Art movement.
The Art Theatre's founders, Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko, originally aimed at low-income groups: students, professionals of moderate means, workers with aspirations to culture. The repertory planned was highly ambitious, ranging from ancient Greek tragedy to the latest Russian problem play. The founders requested a subsidy from the Moscow Duma or City Council, setting out their goals in a public report. This stipulated that the theatre's first task was its accessibility to allow the poorer class of educated persons to get decent seats at low prices; its second task was to instil a new spirit in Russian stage art by eliminating routine and claptrap; and its third task was pedagogical, to train and develop younger talents. 2 With this in mind, they baptized their project with the cumbersome name Moskovsky Khudozhestvenny i Obshchedostupny Teatr. Each element is significant. It is Moskovsky or 'Muscovite', because they hoped to receive a subsidy from the municipal authorities. The other two words were trendy: khudozhestvenoe, 'artistic',was something of an neologism, defined in Dahl's great dictionary of 1880, as 'iskusnoe, masterskoe, izyashchnoe' ('skilful, well-wrought, elegant') . Obshchedostupnoe, as in obshchedostupnoe zrelishche, which literally translates as 'accessible spectacle', appears in Dahl as a synonym for deshyovoe, skhodnoe ('cheap, inexpensive') .3 In other words, the title its founders bestowed on their enterprise might be translated as the Moscow Aesthetic Theatre at Popular Prices. Even at this phase, the concept was an oxymoron.
When the Duma failed to respond (the answer that finally came in 1899 was No), Stanislavsky followed the first rule of theatre: never invest your own money. Rather than subsidize a private theatre out of his pocket, he supported the idea of a joint stock company. His acquaintance, the banker and industrialist Savva Morozov, offered a donation of ten thousand rubles with the understanding that he would remain the theatre's sole donor and principal stockholder. Despite Nemirovich's misgivings, his offer was accepted. As a result, to avoid a deficit, admission prices had to be higher than originally intended. 4 Although in his address to the company at the first rehearsal, Stanislavsky reiterated the goal of 'bringing enlightenment into the lives of the poor' with a 'thoughtful, high-minded, popular theatre',S the founders soon became aware that higher prices, combined with government restrictions, would limit their appeal to a popular audience. Instead, their first public was and would remain the educated middle-and professional classes. Morozov's patronage also kept the theatre in the sphere of the self-made capitalists. Within the theatre itself, the institution was held to be a Temple of Art with a capital A, whose ideals were never to be sullied by a need for box-office success or a quest for popularity. Over time these admirable goals would be compromised by circumstance.
The Art Theatre did not greet the Revolution with wholehearted enthusiasm, and vice-versa. 6 In December 1917, when the Soviet of Workers' Deputies organized free performances for workers, the MAT's shareholders protested. 7 Although Stanislavsky clung to an apolitical platform, concentrated on aesthetics, several members of the company were arrested in 1917 and 1918, and he himself was interrogated by the Cheka.
